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Lovers may come and go, but friends are forever. How true a statement, even
beyond people's relationships. If the best selling book of the week is the lover, then
society's lifelong enduring friends would be fairy tales. Fairy tales have been around for
centuries, outlasting the new Steven King thriller or Dr. Laura's self-help journal. Fairy
tales have survived being transformed from oral tradition to written word; further, they
have remained popular among many different generations of readers. Fairy tales have
been around just about as long as people have been around, yet they continue to remain a
strong force in literature, with far-reaching influence from Charlotte Bronte to Angela
Carter. Perhaps one reason for this consistency is the fairy tale's ability to evolve; fairy
tales can transform and grow as people do, keeping them of interest to current readers.
One of the most recognized fairy tales is "Cinderella." The name alone probably
brings to mind some image or another-- a glass slipper, pumpkin coach, or evil
stepsisters. With the numerous variations of Cinderella stories in the world,
approximately three hundred and forty-five, just about everyone has had at least one
encounter with the tale (Cox). Cinderella is continuously revamped to fit the society of
the day: Ever After, a modem, no-nonsense, assertive Cinderella character; On the Jump.
a fantastical play that deals with Cinderella and contemplation of suicide; and Cinderella
II, a new Disney version of Cinderella in which she learns that to succeed in life she must
be true to herself. Cinderella even has a syndrome named after her by the self-help
community: Women who remain inactive, waiting for Prince Charming or his equal to
come to their rescue.
Cinderella is an example of how fairy tales can change in content, yet remain the
same in plot and character markers. The basic storyline and characters of Cinderella exist
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in each variation: the fairy godmother or equivalent, the unprotected and oppressed
heroine, the absent father, the persecuting stepfamily, the prince, the shoe, the balls, and
the domestic chores. While these elements are present, the ways in which they are
manipulated and their relative importance may vary. The protagonist herself continually
evolves as the story becomes older and further revised. In examining the changes in the
elements and characters of the Cinderella story, a correlation forms between the tales and
the society that produced them. As society changes its views and laws about women, the
main character of Cinderella changes also. As women gain more rights and equality, as
the view of the ideal woman changes, Cinderella adapts to fit the new role. She has
progessed from passive heroine to very assertive or even aggressive in some incidences.
Yet, as much as the role of Cinderella or any other element in the story changes, the fact
that it is still a fairy tales remains a recognizable constant. As Jack Zipes, international
fairy tale expert, says in Don't Bet on the Prince, these fairy tales are used to "teach
behavioral and associational patterns, value systems, how to predict consequences of
certain actions, and present sexual roles and behaviors"(l 87). Zipes has discovered that,
in most instances, fairy tales teach girls and women to comply with traditional gender
roles (Prince 185). Only recently have the roles begun to change, and thus the gender
roles they teach change also.
What contemporary people consider fairy tales existed as stories that were passed
down from generation to generation, usually mother to children or nanny to children.
The fairy tale became recognized as a genre largely in France during the reign of Louis
XIV (Seifert 129), considered the Golden Age in France, many works in the arts
flourished (Caro 257). The creation of literary salons encouraged the popularity of fairy
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tales; tales were told back and forth in a sort of competition to see who could tell the most
(Caro 257). France was the leader in promoting fairy tales with over one hundred fairy
tales composed and published between 1690 and 1715 (Seifert 129). At this start of the
fairy tale craze, the tales were intended for adult audiences only. They contained
gruesome, gory details and did not always have a happily ever after ending. Many
original, "classic" fairy tales, such as in Perrault's Fairy Tales, end nothing like the
watered down versions: Little Red Riding Hood, for instance, does not get rescued from
the wolf's belly, and other characters end up with disturbing objects such as toads,
snakes, and vipers falling out of their mouths (28,62,63).
What caused certain elements to dissipate in fairy tales? Children. During the
nineteenth century, as fairy tales became more geared towards and revised for children,
they paid heavily for the addition of their audience: They lost several of their original
features such as heightened threat, violence, and sexuality (Tatar 37,38). The first major
trade-off I will discuss is threat: as fairy tales were edited for children, much of the
potential threat was removed or lessened. Up to this point, the potential threat was as
severe as death; characters were not yet guaranteed a "happily ever after" ending. The
first recorded fairy tales were not afraid to end with death, disfigurement, or permanent
disability. In ''Blue Beard" a young bride snoops around and discovers her new
husband's hobby of dismembering his wives; one version of"Cinderella" ends with the
step-sisters cutting parts of their feet off to try to fit into the slipper and then getting their
eyes poked out by birds; in "The Faeries," or "Three Little Gnomes in the Forest," a girl
is cursed so that snakes and frogs come out her mouth every time she speaks; in the end
of"Snow White" the evil stepmother has to dance in red hot iron slippers until she dies.
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These examples ofjust a few assorted fairy tales by Perrault and the Grimm Brothers all
contain a fairly high threat level; however, jump forward to rewrites of these same tales,
intended this time for children, and the perceived threat plummets. For example, in
"Blue Beard" the new bride's brothers rescue her from her murdering husband. In many
newer fairy tales children versions, the threat level has dropped from life and death to a
lesser threat, or, if any threat is present, such as in many Disney films, the audience 'just
knows' it will not be followed through. An artificially inflated threat has been created.
This is used in newer tales and, indeed, creates a seemingly high threat level, but the
threat never becomes reality. The repetition of this false threat creates the expectation in
the audience that nothing truly awful will ever happen to the good people in the story.
Thus, the threat in many newer fairy tales has almost totally disappeared except in a
"proforma" way.
As the threat level decreased, so did violence in fairy tales. In older fairy tales,
people always got their retribution or punishment with no niceties. The Grimm Brothers
are famous for dragging people through the streets or rolling them down hills in nail
studded barrels. In Andersen's tales cursed shoes drive people to cut off their own feet,
and other events make characters commit suicide by jumping into a vat of vipers, toads,
and other poisonous creatures. However, when children became the audience for fairy
tales this mayhem became unacceptable. As the threat level diminished the violence
factor followed in close suit. Even the Grimm Brothers edited their works to make them
''kid friendly" and took out all the old fashioned nail studded barrels and street dragging.
Villains, and even the occasional protagonist, no longer get the punishment they deserve.
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Specifically, contemporary adult fairy tales are the only place the violence of the original
tales can be found.
Adult fairy tales also contain another factor that has been lost among fairy tales
for children: sexuality. Many older fairy tales contained references to incest, premarital
sex, and violent sexuality in order to teach lessons by way of fear. In the original "Little
Red Riding Hood," Little Red strips naked before she climbs into bed with the sly wolf,
the narrator sometimes detailing the striptease (Trials 4). Rewrites of this tale certainly
do not involve the titillating removal of clothing from the small child.
In addition to losing some of their qualities, fairy tales gained a property to make
them suitable for children: the "happily ever after" ending. Fairy tales did not used to
necessarily end happily ever after. The Little Mermaid, for instance, did not get her man,
and the sea witch did not get punished (Andersen 38, 37). However, as the threat,
violence, and sex went away the "happily ever after" emerged. Instead ofjustice being
served, everything is "just ok." Zipes offers an explanation for this; parents believed the
endings to fairy tales were originally too harsh. They did not feel that children could
handle the extreme punishments villains suffered. Therefore, the punishments were taken
out, and the endings lost their original retribution (Dreams 77). In this way, fairy tales
suffered a trade-off for the addition of children. They lost three major elements, threat
level, violence, and sex, and the realistic good-does-not-always-win endings to amend
themselves for children.
Instead of trying to follow the evolution of the all-encompassing term, fairy tale,
which would have to consist of several volumes of work, I will narrow my focus in order
to ensure a thorough composition. I have selected one fairy tale in particular,
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"Cinderella," that most people are familiar with in one form or another. I plan to trace
the evolution ofplot markers, characters, and elements in versions for adult audiences,
from "bibbidi-bobbidi-boo" to feminist and macabre versions. Just as Perrault's
"Cinderella" was intended for adults in the Court and literary salons, the rest ofthe
Cinderellas I have chosen are also intended for adults. The Disney Cinderella may seem
out ofplace in this grouping; however, the producers at Disney knew that both children
and parents would be going to see the film. Children cannot drive themselves to the
theatre and buy tickets, so adults have to accompany them. In this way, the movie is
intended for mixed audiences, adults and children.
Because such a well-known tale is used, people should be familiar enough with
the "classic" version to view the vast the transformation. I will start my analysis of
Cinderella with the most well known version, in the West, Charles Perrault's "Cinderella,
or The Little Glass Slipper." Published in 1699 during King Louis XIV's reign in France
for use in the Court and Salons, this version contains the glass slippers, pumpkin coach,
and fairy godmother that most people associate with Cinderella. Next, I will jump across
time and a continent to find the 1950 Disney film version Cinderella. This is one version
most people (especially in the United States) have seen or heard ofleast once in their
lives. Based on Perrault, this Cinderella also contains the glass slippers, pumpkin coach,
and fairy godmother, but also includes the typical Disney trademarks: beautiful babe in
distress; cutesy animal helpers; a tall, dark, and handsome prince; and singing. I will then
jump again to several contemporary rewrites. First, I will look at Barbara Walker's 1996
rewrite "Cinder-Helle." In this feminist version, Helle replaces Cinderella, and Helle's
mother in the form ofa tree replaces her fairy godmother, thus placing her close to the
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Grimms' "Ashenputtle;" however, it is through her own menstrual blood that Helle is
able to create the items needed to make it to the ball. Next, Emma Donaghue's"The
Story of the Shoe" published in 1997 tells yet a different version of Cinderella. In this
Cinderella, her fairy godmother helps her gain entrance to the Prince's dances, much like
the Perrault and Disney version; however, in a lesbian slant Cinderella decides she does
not want the Prince and runs away with her fairy godmother (affirming her right to
choose her life partner). The last version I will use is Peter Straub's 1994 "Aschputtle."
This is a most bizarre and gruesome Cinderella version, featuring a grown Mrs. Asch, a
distorted Cinderella, who kills certain girls in her kindergarten classes. As much as the
content of"Cinderella" appears to change, all the versions of"Cinderella" I have chosen
contain at least two similarities: plot markers and intended audience. Though the
versions of Cinderella differ immensely, the narrative stays surprisingly similar. Of
course, they all begin with the fairy tale "Once upon a time ..." except for Peter Straub's
"Aschputtle."
In his version"Cinderella, or The Little Glass Slipper," Perrault created the
version of Cinderella that is most recognized in contemporary times. Cinderella's father
has remarried the evil stepmother, and once she and the two evil stepsisters come into his
life, he disappears from Cinderella's. The"haughty, proud" step-relatives force
Cinderella to do all the domestic house-chores, turning her into less than a mere servant,
but Cinderella"endured everything patiently" (67). One day the Prince decides to give a
ball to which only "persons of high degree" are invited (68). The stepsisters are invited,
and Cinderella gives"the best possible suggestions" for dress,"and even offered to dress
up their hair" (68). The oldest sisters even mockingly ask Cinderella if she would like to
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go to the ball, but Cinderella turns them down because they are laughing at her. When
they all leave, Cinderella begins to cry, and her fairy godmother appears. She says she
will help Cinderella if she ''promises to be a good girl" (69). Cinderella promises, and
her fairy godmother makes her a pumpkin coach, six mouse horses, a rat coachman, six
lizard lackeys, and because Cinderella cannot go in her ''ugly clothes" her fairy
godmother makes Cinderella a dress with glass slippers (70). When Cinderella arrives at
the ball, she is so beautiful everyone stops to stare, even the king, "as old as he was" (71 ).
Cinderella makes her stepsisters, who do not recognize her, share oranges and food with
her. At almost midnight, Cinderella lets a ''profound curtsy" and leaves (72). She tells
her fairy godmother she wants to go to the ball the next evening. However, this time she
forgets the time and must run away when the clock strikes twelve. She loses a shoe in the
process, which the Prince saves, proclaiming he will marry the owner whose foot fits the
shoe. When the equerry arrives at Cinderella's house, the shoe is too small and dainty for
her stepsisters. When Cinderella asks to try it on, she is allowed to because the equerry
"observed that she was very beautiful" (75). The shoe fits, and Cinderella's godmother
shows up to transform her clothing. The stepsisters immediately beg forgiveness, which
Cinderella grants, "bidding them to love her well in the future" (77). Cinderella marries
the Prince who finds her "more beautiful than ever" and even marries her sisters to high
ranking officials and lets them live in the palace (77). Perrault also includes two morals
after his tale: the first "Beauty is a treasure rare/ Who complains of being fair?/ Yet still
there's something more/ That good fairies have in store/ 'Tis that little gift called
grace .. .It was this and nothing less/ Cinderella's fairy dress...Ladies who have but to be

I Just as kind and sweet as she" and the second "Godmothers are useful things/ Even
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when without the wings / Wisdom may be yours and wit / courage, industry, and grit /
What's the use of these at all/ If you lack a friend to call?" (78).
Charles Perrault wrote many of his fairy tales for the Court of Louis XIV during
the height of fairy tales' popularity. According to fairy tale historian and expert Jack
Zipes, Perrault's family was distinguished in the careers of law and architecture; Perrault
left school at fifteen and taught himself all he needed to pass his bar exam (Qreams 35).
He was a lawyer for three years before working for one of his brothers as a secretary to
the tax receiver of Paris, during which time he published several poems in honor of Louis
XIV (Qreams 35). Shortly after that, Perrault was announced secretary to Colbert, the
general controller of finances and very influential in Louis XIV's Court (Dreams 35).
Perrault was eventually promoted to the French Academy, and remained in government
affairs until his sixties when he was dismissed (Dreams 35). Perrault's pension was
sufficient enough to sustain him and allow him to concentrate on raising his family and
working on his literature (Dreams 35). He was a man of his time and knew what his
culture wanted.
Perrault's version of Cinderella was first published in 1697 in a collection of fairy
tales entitled Histoires ou contes du temps passe, avec des moralitez (Stories or Tales
from Times Past, with Morals) and was fitted to reflect society of the time; though
Perrault borrowed from the oral tales he heard in literary salons, he changed the tale's
contents to assure no offense to either King Louis XIV or society. The reign of King
Louis XI, 1643-1718, was considered the Golden Age in France, and King Louis XIV
was a firm supporter of the fine arts: drama, architecture, literature, and ballet (Caro 257).
According to James B. Collins, French historian, Louis XIV possessed a love "for
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elaborate balls and for art and music;" Louis XIV even participated in many of the
Court's ballets (82). According to Jack Zipes, "Perrault transformed the stories to
address social and political issues as well as the manners and mores ofthe upper class"
(Dreams 36). Louis' love ofarts led to the creation ofliterary salons, places where
intellectual men and women could battle wits; however, the majority ofwomen in society
were still degraded. Timothy Reiss gives an analysis ofwhy women were considered
inferior in Publishing in Early Modem France: 1. Society believed women possessed
reasoning different from men and suited only to specific and limited roles in the cultural
sphere, 2. The roles ofwife and mother were the dominant ideals offemininity, even
among women's rights advocates, 3. Women were still objectified as a possession of
men, either father or husband, and 4. Women were consumers in the culture, not
producers (Seifert 133). A few elite women in society were lucky to be educated and
allowed to participate in the salons, but a much more accurate picture ofwomen in the
French society in the seventeenth century is painted by Robin Briggs when she explains
the winter practice of"families gathering for warmth, the women sewing or spinning"
(198). The women were expected to ensure the comfort and safety ofeveryone around
them first, and tend to their own needs last. Women were constantly doing some
domestic activity. As Daniel Defoe wrote in the early eighteenth century, men were
guilty of"deny[ing] the advantages oflearning to women" (Halsall). Defoe went on to
explain that the desirable woman is "all softness and sweetness, peace, love, wit, and
delight. She is every way suitable to the sublimest wish, and the man that has such a one
to his portion, has nothing to do but to rejoice in her, and be thankful" (Halsall). Defoe's
description ofwomen perfectly describes Perrault's Cinderella.
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As Bruno Bettelheim sums up in The Uses of Enchantment, "Perrault's Cinderella
is sugar-sweet and insipidly good, and she completely lacks initiative" (251). As the
protagonist in Perrault's version, Cinderella shows that being beautiful and passive will
be rewarded. Several phrases are used to describe Cinderella: "exceptionally sweet and
gentle nature" (67), "endur[ing] everything patiently" (67), "a hundred times more
beautiful than her sisters" (68), "good taste" (68),"good-natured" (69), "[full of] grace"
(72), and "as good as she was beautiful" (77). She has a habit of sitting by the chimney
when she was finished, and from this she became known as Cinder-slut or Cinderella
(68). She is forced to do the chores, but not to sleep by the chimney; that is her own
choice. Cinderella is perfect and obedient, internalizing her low-status. She gives the
message that being obedient and pretty in life are all that is necessary to succeed; taking
initiative or being aggressive in any way will not advance one in society. Perrault even
reinforces this idea in his first moral: "Just be as kind and sweet as she ... this it was-and
nothing less-Cinderella's fairy dress" (78). He is saying that Cinderella did not even
have to have the beautiful dress- that the dress consisted only of her gentle, obedient
nature. He also says in his second moral that without the right friends in the right places
all the attributes one has are of no consequence. The step-mother, "haughtiest, proudest
woman," and sisters, "possessed their mother's temper," receive the other extreme in
description and are always making fun of or insulting Cinderella (67). Perrault uses them
to depict the alternative to the good girl Cinderella; all the members of the stepfamily are
perfect bad girls. They refuse to do the work women are supposed to do. They are bad
tempered and quick to hit Cinderella with stinging diatribes. They make fun of
Cinderella and even refuse to let her go to the ball. Yet, despite the bad women they are,
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they receive no punishment in the end-all owing to the fact that Cinderella is a good
girl. Though her stepsisters deserve punishment, Cinderella will not inflict or call it upon
them because she cannot if she wishes to remain a good, sweet, passive girl. Because a
good girl does not dislike others or act aggressively, Cinderella does nothing except
embrace them with open arms, forgiving all that has occurred in the past.
These descriptions of Cinderella and her stepsisters reinforce the feminine ideals
ofPerrault's day . As Zipes says in Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion, "By examining
the major features and behavior of Perrault's female protagonists, it becomes crystal clear
that he sought to portray ideal types to reinforce the standards of the civilizing process set
by upper-class French society" (26). Not only does Perrault describe actions, he also
gives detailed descriptions of all the housework Cinderella must do. Cinderella must do
all the "meanest tasks about the house .. .clean the plates and the stairs, and sweep out
the rooms ... she slept on a wretched mattress ... she endured everything patiently, not
daring to complain to her father ... [he] would have scolded her because he was ruled
entirely by his wife" (Perrault 67). She never complains about having to do the chores
because she knows her father will not help since domestic chores are part of women's
work. While Cinderella is far too beautiful to be forced to do the dirty work, she is a
woman, which entitles her to her share of domestic chores. Only by not complaining
about them is she rewarded.
Further, Perrault describes how ladies should dress. The stepsisters describe in
great detail their clothes for the ball: "dress of red velvet, with the Honiton lace" and
"everyday petticoat ...my cloak with the golden flowers and my necklace of diamonds"
(68). They even discuss "sending for a good hairdresser to arrange their double-frilled
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caps" (68). And, of course, when everyone sees Cinderella at the ball as being the most
beautiful, they "scrutinized her clothes and the dressing of her hair, being determined to
copy them on the morrow" (71). By developing a refined taste and learning how to look
and act like a proper lady of the times, Cinderella is provided with the more lovely attire;
she becomes the aristocrat to copy.
Even as an aristocrat, Cinderella maintains her passivity, this time to the
Prince. In Perrault's version, the Prince plays a very narrow role. He is nameless and
descriptionless; he could be Prince Ugly for all the reader knows. It seems all the reader
needs to know, in Perrault's opinion, is that Cinderella gets rewarded by marrying a
Prince. She trades her passivity and submission from her sisters to the Prince. She
marries a man she met two days prior who loves her only for her looks; whether or not he
loves her for more than looks, is nice, is charming, or anything other than a royal person
is irrelevant. Cinderella gets to move up in the social world. The Prince never sees her in
anything other than her Princess garb; he sends an equerry to fmd her. And Cinderella
willingly, happily marries him, transferring her passivity and dependence from her
stepsisters to the Prince. As Zipes says, "[Perrault's] heroines are rewarded for patient
servitude or dreamy waiting" (Prince 216). "Cinderella is changed to present how
submissive and industrious she is ... only because she minds her manners is she rescued
by a fairy godmother and a prince" (Tales 30). Perrault uses Cinderella to reinforce his
ideal of womanhood. Perrault thought good women displayed "beauty, sweetness,
kindness, obedience to the husband, dedication to the maintenance of the home, lack of
coquetry, and loyalty," while bad women were the complete opposite (Zipes, Fairy Tales,
31).
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Using a psychoanalytical approach to analyze Cinderella, such as Bettelheim's,
Cinderella chooses to sleep in the ashes because at the beginning of the tale she is
prepubescent and unable to repress her desire to get dirty. However, by the end, she
matures, and she no longer remains dirty and in the ashes (262). Bettelheim also posits
the rational godmother as giving Cinderella a curfew to protect Cinderella from being
violated or possibly carrying out any desires of her own (265), which as a good, obedient
girl Cinderella follows. Bettelheim also claims that the slipper, foot size, could be seen
as a parallel to penis envy in boys; boys want the bigger one to be more masculine,
whereas, girls may want a smaller foot because that is seen as more feminine (268).
Cinderella definitely has the smallest, daintiest feet in Perrault' s fairy tale, and she is the
most ideal girl. She even has slippers made of glass, which would require she have
someone help her at all times, most likely a man. Even when applying Bettelheim' s strict
Freudian interpretive strategy to fairy tales, Perrault's Cinderella remains a good girl.
Perrault made Cinderella a good obedient woman of the French aristocracy in every
aspect.
By the time Disney released Cinderella as a full-length feature film in 1950,
society in America had undergone drastic changes. Starting with the Seneca Falls
Convention in 1848, women had increasingly called for equal rights. As Dorothy and
Carl Schneider write, "From 1848 when Elizabeth Cady Stanton first demanded votes for
women, until the ratification of the 19th Amendment in 1920, women paid the price of
complete commitment: enormous effort sustained for years; painful and repeated defeats;
jeers and assaults by hoodlums; the humiliation and physical suffering ofjails,
workhouses, beatings, and forced feedings" (165). Women thought with the right to vote,
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the issue of equality would be solved, but they soon would discover otherwise. With
America's entry in 1918 into World War I, women began taking over men's factory and
labor jobs left in America; by 1920 the number of women working had not only increased
but also shifted from children to adults, daughters and wives (Schneider 228). However,
after World War I, women were forced to return to their houses, and due to an unstable
economy and the Stock Market Crash of 1929, by 1930 unemployment, poverty, and
infant mortality rates skyrocketed (Rowbotham 245). During the Depression, women
still in the work force to support their families were blamed for taking jobs that could and
should belong to men, and so they began staying at home even though their husbands
could not support them; the Federation ofLabor approved this behavior (Gupta and Lee).
When World War II started, someone was needed to fill the workforce while the
men were away (Brown). Housewives and minorities were the largest available group.
Many domestic servants left the home sphere first. Housewives were left to do all the
domestic work they had never had to do before (days worth of laundry, beat rugs, bake
bread daily due to poor refrigeration, pump and heat water, shovel coal to keep fires
going, and clean the fireplaces), plus raise multitudes of children in less than sanitary
conditions: by 1940 thirty percent ofhomes had no running water, thirty-five percent had
no flush toilet, and forty-four percent had no bathtub or shower (Brown). Even women
who had always had servants and never experienced work before were forced to leave the
home. Women were continually urged into action to help their men overseas; however,
they only received thirty-five percent of the earnings that men received at the same jobs
(Brown). As the war continued more and more women were forced into the workplace to
support themselves and their families.
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After World War II, women were fired from their jobs and pushed to the bottom
of rehiring lists as industry implemented new laws reducing the conditions and hours
under which any woman could work (Brown). Many women wanted to continue at their
jobs, especially widows and single women (Brown), but the media tried to urge women to
give up jobs. Even the New York Times ran an article titled "16,000,000 Women: What
Will Happen After?" that as Marilyn Brown recounts, "concluded that 'real women'
would be anxious to return to their housework and 'normal female occupations.'" At
least four million women were fired and told to go back to their housework. Further,
with the threat of the Cold War and Red Scare, "Family stability and... women's
traditional domestic roles ... were linked ... to national security" (Hartman 85).
Independent women who shunned the domestic sphere were seen as a threat to national
security, and Hollywood was asked to step in to help promote the domestic ideal through
television shows such as Leave it to Beaver, Father Knows Best, and The Donna Reed
Show; movies such Oklahoma! and White Christmas; and magazines such as Ladies
Home Journal and Woman's Home Companion (Meyerowitz 3). Walt Disney also
stepped up to help protect his country from Communist threat.
The image "Walt Disney" usually brings to mind an image of a cheery, loving
man drawing pictures of his "protege" Mickey Mouse. This image is not quite entirely
true, though; Walt Disney harbored many prejudices, leaned towards male chauvinism,
and never actually drew Mickey Mouse. As several of his draftsmen have reported,
Disney never learned how to draw properly, and could not even tell them what he wanted
in specifics but had to use vague suggestions (Eliot 86). Disney was very sexist. At
times he had women show up to auditions or interviews in skimpy bathing suits, and he
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created studio rules to segregate men from women. In his studio, men could not curse in
front of women without risk of being fired; when cash flow was short, Disney would
order "For Girls Only" week long, no-pay vacations, which were a way to save money
without sacrificing the male workers; he even eventually segregated the sexes with male/
female studios and cafeterias (Eliot 89,109). Disney was also extremely prejudiced: he
attended American Nazi party meetings and rallies, and he was chosen to be a Special
Informant for the FBI, domestic spy in Hollywood in search of Communist infiltrators
(Eliot 120,125). Disney believed Hollywood had been taken over by communists and
vowed to help fight the battle any way he could (Eliot 169). Disney used his movies as a
way to help fight the threat of communism in the United States; Cinderella's release time
coincided perfectly with his desire to protect America.
Walt Disney's Cinderella is based on Perrault's "Cinderella" and follows its basic
narrative structure. The movie opens with a song, "Cinderella you're as lovely as your
name; Cinderella you're as lovely as a picture in a frame" (Cinderella). Then a voice
over begins with the "once upon a time" and the story unfolds. Cinderella's mother has
already passed away, and little Cinderella is the apple of her father's eye; however, he
soon remarries a woman with two stepdaughters. Soon after, her father dies and
Cinderella is forced into servitude by her stepfamily. Cinderella also does a lot of chores;
her talking mice friends list several in one of their songs: "Make the fire, fix the
breakfast, wash the dishes, do the mopping, and the sweeping and the dusting"
(Cinderella). She is made to sleep up in a rickety old tower of the house, and everyone
orders her around. Cinderella says, "Even [the clock] orders me around ...they can't
order me to stop dreaming" (Cinderella). Cinderella does a lot of dreaming; she even
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sings about it: "A dream is a wish your heart makes when you're fast asleep ... no matter
how your heart is grieving, if you keep on believing, the dream that you wish will come
true" (Cinderella). One day the King decides to throw a ball for the Prince, and to invite
all the young ladies. Cinderella will be allowed to go if she can finish all her chores;
however, her family gives her more chores than ever, and their cat Lucifer intentionally
messes things up. Meanwhile, her animal friends make her a dress from her mother's
antique dress. When Cinderella puts it on to leave though, the stepsisters rip it to shreds,
and Cinderella runs out to the garden to have a good cry. Her fairy godmother then
shows up and makes Cinderella a pumpkin coach and uses her animal friends for the
lackey, coachman, and footmen, with some "Salagadoola mechicka boola bibbidi
bobbidi-boo" (Cinderella). She creates a dress and glass slippers for Cinderella and sends
her to the ball.As soon as Cinderella gets there, she and Prince Charming see each other
and start dancing. Cinderella knows, "So this is love, so this is what makes life divine,
and now I know, the key to all heaven is mine ... so this is the miracle that I've been
dreaming of' (Cinderella). When she leaves at midnight, Cinderella loses a shoe on the
palace steps. The King commands the Grand Duke to find the girl who fits the shoe so
his son can marry her. When the Cinderella's stepmother sees the man coming with the
shoe, she locks Cinderella in her room; however, once again the mice come to the rescue
and get Cinderella the key. She runs downstairs, and the shoe fits her tiny foot. She is
escorted to the castle to live happily ever after.
Disney's Cinderella is very much like Perrault's, just tweaked to make it stretch
longer into a ninety-minute movie and to represent the ideal domestic values of women
even more. Cinderella clearly shows that beautiful girls get the positive attention and
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plain girls do not. "Just 'live in fantasy' (Cinderella) like Cinderella does, never
complaining or asserting anything, and some day a Prince will rescue you, but only if you
are also pretty in addition to talented, passive, and willing to do housework. Cinderella
fits the model of the "quintessential white housewife" that was seen as sense of security
during the Cold War threat (Meyerowitz 1,3). She amazingly never gets dirty despite all
her housework--sporting luscious blond hair, curvy hips and breasts, tiny ankles and feet,
red lips. The chores Cinderella must do are very typical of those any housewife would
have to undertake on a daily basis: cooking, cleaning, laundry, and waiting on her family.
Cinderella does them complaint free, and in the end is rewarded by becoming a Princess.
She becomes a Princess because she is willing to work without question and refuses to
assert her true feelings. She is very passive and is helpless without the help of her fairy
godmother and the Prince. Her role conveys the idea that passive, hard-working
housewives get the most rewards.
Cinderella's stepfamily shows what happens to women who defy convention in
the 1950's. Her stepsisters, who defy social convention in the 1950's by not doing the
domestic work women are meant to do, are not the beauty that Cinderella is. Drizella and
Anastasia are very plain; they are neither fat nor large; instead, they are pre-pubescently
straight with no female curves. They both have dark hair, large noses, and squawking
voices. Unlike Cinderella who can sing like a bird, neither sister has any notable talent
whatsoever. They say mean things and speak harshly, not eloquently as women should.
Cinderella's stepmother, Lady Tremaine, is not the conventional mother; as Secretary of
Labor James P. Mitchell said, "The most fundamental job of the American woman is
being a good wife, homemaker, and mother" (Hartmann 90). The stepmother is none of
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these; she never remarries, she does none of the housekeeping, and she neglects
Cinderella. She is depicted as very sinister in appearance; she has graying hair and is
drawn with harsh angular features. No woman would chose looking like any of the
stepfamily over Cinderella. Even the mice in Cinderella conform to convention. When
they are making the dress, Gus Gus and Jacque try to sew, but female mouse says,
"Leave the sewing to the women, and you go get some trimming" (Cinderella).
After the post-war communist scare, many women were not content with the
expectation that they should be happy to return home to their housewifery. Women
began slowly working for their rights in the Second Wave Women's Rights Movement,
which built up gradually until approximately the 1960's, when a wave of feminism burst
onto the American scene that was so powerful it could not be ignored. The women's
movement was made up of roughly two sectors: the liberal feminists and the radicals.
The liberal feminists sought to make changes within the system and slowly gathered
themselves around NOW; the National Organization for Women began in 1966 and
helped to organize the movement (Gordon). The radical feminists never joined into one
unified group, yet remained active bringing issues forward, making the personal political
by bringing attention to issues like abortion, birth control and sexuality to the forefront
that had never been considered political (Gordon). Through both groups' work, women
gained several major benefits in the sixties: The Equal Pay Act of 1963 stated that there
must be equal pay for men and women doing the same work, the Civil Rights Act of 1964
made discrimination against women in the workplace illegal, and in 1967 a Presidential
Executive Order "prohibited bias against women in hiring by federal government
contractors" ("Legal"). The Seventies brought more victories for women such as: Roe v.
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Wade, 1973; Title IX, 1972; and increased focus on the ERA. However, the movement
began splitting into numerous different sectors: Lesbian Feminists, African American
Feminists, Liberals, and Radicals; by the Eighties, feminism had spread itself so thin that
it had become virtually an unseen force in America (Gordon and Baxandall ''women's
liberation").
Ahhough the women's movement made huge gains for women in the sixties and
seventies, there remains much work yet to be done. For example, even though the Equal
Pay Act was passed in 1963, women still make roughly only seventy cents for every
dollar a man makes. The fact is many young women today do not think about equality.
In an interview National Journal, Patricia Ireland, ten-year President of NOW, said the
young women of today, who never witnessed the struggle for the rights they have feel
they live in a post-feminist world where everything is fine; they feel money will solve all
answers. According to the article "Granddaughters of Feminism" girls today want it all:
they want to be able to acts "like girls" yet still be seen as strong, they want a career,
kids, pets, to contribute to society, to take care of themselves, yet still have men open the
door for them. They want to be Superwomen, not only helping themselves but also
helping everyone else too, yet they do not want to be called feminists because the
connotation of the word has become vastly negative. Today's generation of feminists are
mostly unseen, un-unified, and un-similar from their predecessors (Findlen xiii).
Feminism has spanned the globe and ethnicities of women. With such a diverse group of
women concerned with a plethora of causes, being a feminist today can be a very
confusing endeavor. Women want different things and have different ideas of equality.
Catharine MacKinnon points out some women feel men and women are equal in every
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aspect, whereas others think men and women are different but should be treated equally
(32,33).
Barbara G. Walker is a feminist who decided to challenge the views of women
presented in traditional fairy tales in her book Feminist Fairy Tales, 1996. "Cinder
Helle" appears in this book, and is a more modern, feminist version of"Cinderella."
Walker says her version "may be traced back to religio-political allegory, satirizing the
feudal church and state ...the story touches on the uneasy truce between ...political
power of medieval Christianity and the spiritual power of pagan cults ofthe old Goddess"
(189).''Once upon a time, the ancient Underground Goddess was known as queen ofthe
honored dead and ruler of the foremothers" (Walker 191). Her priestesses keep the world
balanced, performing many social, medical, and ethical services to ensure happiness and
peace on earth. But then male priests with swords came along and forced everyone to
convert to their male god or be killed. The priestesses were forced to serve the new god,
though many secretly still worshipped the Goddess. One priestess married a wealthy
male, and when they had a daughter she named her Helle after one ofthe chambers of her
Goddess's underground domain. Helle's mother died while Helle was still a child, and
her father remarried "an arrogant, greedy woman ...who had two grown step-daughters,
Nobilita and Ecclesia" (Walker 191). They mistreated Helle and forced her to "dress in
rags, do all the housework, and wait on them hand and foot" (Walker 191). Nobilita
used weapons and violence to force Helle to follow her commands; whereas, Ecclesia
used sadistic punishments to enforce her commands. Helle's father said nothing ofthis
because he was rarely home, spending most of his time away earning money. As Helle
grew more beautiful than her stepsisters, they began rubbing soot on her face and calling
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her Cinder-Helle. When Cinder-Helle was particularly troubled, she would walk to her
mother's grave and cry her worries out to a willow tree that had sprung up from the
grave. One year, Prince Populo threw a Hallow Eve ball and announced her would
choose his queen from among the attendants. When Cinder-Helle inquired about going,
"both sisters set upon her with slaps, pinches, and hair-pulling, finally shoving her out of
the room" (Walker 192). The day of the ball, her stepfamily forced Cinder-Helle to sew
their costumes, then left her. Cinder-Helle carved out a pumpkin and lit a candle inside it
in honor of the old Goddess' tradition. She took it to her mother's grave and began
crying. A voice from the tree told her, "You shall go to the ball. You are in your moon
time, and therefore you have magic ...put into the pumpkin ... cobwebs ... dewdrops
. . coal ... an earthworm ... a mouse ...six beetles ... then sprinkle all with your own
moon blood and see what happens" (Walker 193). Cinder-Helle did this and the pumpkin
turned into a coach with six horses and a coachman, the cobwebs turned into a dress with
rubies, and the dewdrops turned into glass slippers with rubies. At the ball Prince Populo
will dance with no other and wants to know Cinder-Reile's name, which she refuses to
tell him because "she was too ashamed of her everyday life" (Walker 194). Prince
Populo chooses Cinder-Helle for his Hallow Eve Queen, and a mock wedding takes place
before the real wedding. The royal scepter is inserted into one of Cinder-Reile's shoes as
a symbol of union. At that moment the clock strikes midnight and Cinder-Helle flees
leaving her shoe with the royal scepter. By the time she reaches home, she is left covered
in nothing but drops of blood. Her shoes at the palace did not dissolve because they had
been touched by the magic of the scepter. Prince Populo goes on a search for the owner,
taking the shoe door to door himself. When he reaches Cinder-Helle house, he notices
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her sitting by the fireplace while her stepsisters try on the shoe. Her face seems familiar
to him, despite the dirt, so he commands she try the shoe on. It fit and, "Cinder-Helle
kissed him and smeared his face with dirt ... they looked at each other's dirty faces and
laughed" (Walker 196). When Cinder-Helle is married, she reinstates all the old
Goddess' temples, made Nobilita secretary to the wealthiest and rudest person she could
and Ecclesia a minister to the poor and sick. Both sisters learn to become nice people,
and Cinder-Helle and Prince Populo lived happily ever after.
Walker uses "contemporary mores, terms and conveniences in ancient settings,"
(Publishers Weekly) to tell her version of"Cinderella." She also uses her tale to
challenge some aspects of the earlier versions I have looked at. The setting is vastly
different from Perrault and Disney's "Cinderella," in that Walker uses the setting to
emphasize the feminist platform. This tale is set in quasi-mystical ancient times, when
women went from being worshipped and treated with respect to being made secondary at
the beginning ofthe patriarchy. Even the stepsisters names are in relationship to the
patriarchy; Ecclesia and Nobilita refer to, in order, the Christian church and the state,
which have been two of the most anti-feminist groups around. Since their creation, they
have favored men in power and women who obey and serve their husbands. At one point
Cinder-Helle's stepsisters tell her, ''your mother was a witch, your old goddess is dead"
(Walker 192). However, Walker lets Cinder-Helle remain faithful to her matriarchal past;
therefore, Cinder-Helle is able to help herself. Cinder-Helle, with the help of her mother's
spirit, which, as in the Grimms' version, takes the form ofa tree (like the Grimm
version), is able to use her own body to rescue her, not the magic ofan unknown fairy
godmother. Walker also shows Cinder-Helle's reluctance to perform the tasks her

25
stepfamily forces upon her. She is young when her father remarries and her older,
already grown sisters force her to do the domestic chores. She suffers physical abuse for
her reluctance. This is much like post-war America, when many women did not want to
return to domestic life, yet were forced to by the through media persuasion and biased
laws.
Walker also accounts for some aspects of"Cinderella" that others have left out.
She gives a reason why the shoe does not disappear along with the rest of Cinder-Reile's
ball regalia. Walker makes obvious in blunt terms what the slipper signifies. As
Bettelheim says, the foot and slipper represent intercourse (268,269). Walker interjects
into her story a symbolic wedding with the royal scepter placed in the shoe to symbolize
consummation of the wedding. Bettleheim also says that the slipper and Cinderella's foot
symbolize a pre-menstrual virgin, someone with small dainty feet, unlike the sisters with
large misshapen feet (268, 269). However, Walker adds a twist to his theory. Her
Cinder-Helle most certainly is not premenstrual because her blood is the source of her
power. Walker challenges values that menstruation is dirty and taboo, but asserts is as
something to be proud of as it was in pagan times.
Walker also lets the Prince Populo (Popular) see Cinder-Helle in her dirty, non
princess state. He recognizes her through her sooty coverings, and does not mind that she
smears him with ash. When she becomes Princess, he allows her to reinstate the old
temples. Cinder-Helle is truly a new generation girl who defies categorization. She
wants more than her lot in life ofjust being a domestic servant; however, she does not
dislike the attraction her beauty gets her from the Prince. She believes in a more
matriarchal religion and system, yet is eager to marry a man who adores her. Walker's
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Cinder-Helle is very much like the new generation offeminists; they know what they
want, and they know it defies old rules. She is not willing to change her desires just to fit
into a category or way oflife; rather she keeps true to herself and tries to change the
categories in society.
Perhaps the most recognizable cause in feminism today is homosexual rights.
Gay rights used to be the focus ofprimarily Radical Lesbian Feminists, such as Adrienne
Rich and Charlotte Bunch. However, more people are joining the battle for gay rights.
As the American Civil Liberties Union has stated, "Millions ofAmericans are denied
equality ... because they are openly gay or lesbian" (144). The homosexual movement
began with a riot in 1969 in Greenwich Village when police tried to raid a gay bar "to
keep gay men and lesbians under control" (Newton 4). However, instead ofpassively
escaping, mobs ofhomosexuals and their supporters fought back against the police,
eventually forcing the police into the bar and setting it on fire (Newton 4). This began
the modern gay rights movement. Mantras such as "Gay is OK" and "Gay is Good"
became catchphrases for the movement (Newton 5), yet despite several decades ofwork,
homosexuals have gained very little. Although, thirty-nine states lifted the felony status
ofsodomy and eight states have banned discrimination based on sexual orientation,
homosexuals still face daunting tasks (American Civilities Union 144). Homosexuals are
not specifically protected from hate crimes or other forms ofviolence in most states; even
with instances such as the Matt Sheppard murder in Laramie, laws are still non-existant,
which forces many to hide their lifestyles. It could even be said that the freedom of
speech does not apply to homosexuals; laws do not protect gays and lesbians; therefore,
they cannot always speak up on all issues for fear ofbeing harmed for their views
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(Newton 15). As Adrienne Rich writes, the gay lifestyle is seen as deviant or unnatural.
Homosexuality is never accepted as just a natural way of life; it is always an alternative
or deviation (178). Because homosexuals are seen as deviant and unnatural, many, for a
long time, shuddered at equal rights and protections. But, more people are joining the
cause for equality as the newer generations come into power. As more people join the
struggle for equality, more people begin voicing their opinions and views on societal
ways.
Emma Donoghue writes her first person version, "The Tale of the Shoe," as her
contribution to the Cinderella story. The story begins with a short sentence, "Till she
came it was all cold" (Donoghue 1). The protagonist does not cope properly with her
mother's death, ''the feather bed felt hard as stone ... whatever I put on my back now
turned to sackcloth and chafed my skin"(Donoghue 1). She scrubs and cleans because
she feels it is all she can do; she is not forced to: ''Nobody made me do the things I did ..
. but me. The shrill voices were all inside. Do this, you lazy heap"(Donoghue 2). One
day she hears a knock at the door, and when she answers it, no one is there, but a stranger
appears behind her. The stranger shows her a hazel tree in the garden and tells her it is
her mother's tree. This knowledge is what causes her transformations, "My dusty self
was spun new. This woman sheathed my limbs in blue velvet. I was dancing on points
of clear glass" (Donoghue 3). She asks to go to the ball because "isn't that what girls are
supposed to do?"(Donoghue 3), and the woman takes her but does not go in. When she
gets there, she knows just how "[she] was supposed to behave . . . [She] refused a canape
and kept my belly sucked in ...danced with ten elderly gentlemen ...said Indeed and
Oh yes ... "(Donoghue 4).When she leaves, the woman asks her if she had fun, and the
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girl doesn't know what to say or feel for "the voices beginning to jabber. They each told
me to do something different" (Donoghue 4). The next night the woman feeds her from a
silver spoon, then drops her off at the ball. The girl nibbles at food, and cannot think of
any answers to the prince's questions. The woman asks, ''Had enough?," but the girl will
not answer because "[her] future was about to happen" (Donoghue 5). The next night at
the third ball, the girl dances endlessly with the prince, eats what she wants then throws
up, and is proposed to by the prince. Her voices in her head scream at her to say yes, but
when she opened her mouth "no sound came out" (Donoghue 7). "What he proposed was
white and comfortable as fog. There was nothing to be afraid of," yet she cannot say yes
(Donoghue 7). She runs back to the woman and realizes she "had the story all wrong ...
how could [she] not have realized [the woman] was beautiful" (Donoghue 7). The
woman tells her she is old enough to be her mother, and the girl replies, "You're not my
mother ...I'm old enough to know that," and they go home together (Donoghue 8).
Donoghue's protagonist tells her own story. She does not rely on other people
telling it and potentially changing things around to meet their own ends. This Cinderella
presents a young woman who finds her own voice and speaks what's on her mind. Her
mother dies and she is unable to cope, so she takes it out on herself The father is totally
absent in the story, and there is no actual stepfamily. It is just the girl and the demons of
her own mind, which act as her oppressors. She knows what is expected of her, hence the
way she acts at the balls. She knows she is supposed to fall in love with and marry a
man; she knows she should want to advance her social standing in life. She has the
chance for the rags-to-riches dream to come true. But her mind also tells her these things
will not fully satisfy her. If she is a lesbian, then the way she wants to act is not in
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accordance with society. Falling in love with an older woman is even more unacceptable
because society tells people to stay within a certain age bracket when picking a partner.
She would be deviant in more than one aspect, so the voices, the stepsisters, in her head
argue between being socially acceptable and being who she is. She finally opts with
being who she really is, but only after three days of trying to act "normal" and finding it
too difficult, painful, and awkward to pursue.
The fairy godmother in this story seems to be the protagonist's attempt to replace
her mother in her new relationship. Almost any fashion magazine quiz of the month will
report that people tend to look for partners that resemble or remind them of their parents,
and this story is no different. The protagonist cannot cope with her mother's death, and
she finds an older woman to replace that loss in her life. The godmother realizes the
protagonist is young and needs to experience life, so she allows, even helps, her get to the
balls. In the end, the protagonist chooses the older woman over the safe and
"comfortable ...fog" of the Prince (Donoghue 7). A young girl runs away with a
woman old enough to be her mother. Donoghue puts forth a story that allows love to
simply be love, regardless of age or gender. She shows that sometimes doing what
society expects and what will advance societal positioning is not necessarily the best
option. Just because the protagonist has the opportunity to marry the Prince and become
royalty does not mean she has to or should do so she does what makes her happy, not just
what will look good in society's eyes.
According to the Executive Summary of the Third National Incidence Study of
Child Abuse and Neglect conducted by the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services in 1996, children are more than twice as likely to experience some form of abuse
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than fifteen years ago (Sedlak and Broadhurst). "Ninety percent of American children
are hit at least occasionally and often many times by their parents during their growing
up years" (Goldstein 86). Not only have physical abuses increases, but emotional abuse
also: "There was a 333-percent increase in the estimated number of emotionally
neglected children" since 1986 (Sedlak and Broadhurst). The problem lies beyond just
the experience of the abuse itself. Many children who are abused never learn any other
way to act and just continue the cycle of abuse (Goldstein 86). Children are helpless to
act out in retaliation against their perpetrators, waiting until they are older and in an
authority position to take out their anger.
Both men and women who are abused as children are more likely to commit
criminal acts when they reach adulthood, but twice as many women are actually arrested
for criminal acts (Pearson 112). As Alice Miller phrases it, "A child who has been
mistreated at such an early age must be able to tell in some way or another about the
wrong that has been done to her, about the murder perpetrated on her" (Pearson 112).
Many times these women take it out on children. They were mistreated as children, so
they mistreat children who are a safe and powerless target. Many women who are
mistreated as children with no attempts to help them "are no more treatable than serial
killers" as adults, according to Pearson (97). They are as sane as anyone else, except for
one major difference: the inability to love (Pearson 97). Usually these women are
charming, polite, feminine, and fall readily into roles of care taking or giving. They are
called "angels of death" because they "pursue acts of feminine nurturance, a role that, if
disconnected from true or spontaneous compassion, as the appearance of compassion,
and more than that, the prospect of heroism-the potential for the caregiver to be adored
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and respected" (Pearson 105). No .one wants to believe these caring, compassionate
women would go against all ofsociety's ideologies about maternal caring and womanly
caring and harm children, let alone kill them.
Peter Straub has a knack for creating characters who have lived through childhood
abuses. In "The Juniper Tree " the main characters are split into multiple people who
hide sexual abuse from the outside world as well as from themselves (Bosky 77). In his
story "Ashputtle," Straub has been tagged as, "creat[ing] another memorable character in
his gallery ofthe walking wounded" (Datlow 281). Straub is also well acquainted with
the genre offairy tales. He has cited Bettelheim as helping him see "that fairy tales were
often parables of the construction ofthe personality" (Bosky 74). He uses themes from
fairy tales in several ofhis works, and the Grimm Brothers even make an appearance in
one ofhis novels. Straub, fortunately and unfortunately, is known for the post
structuralist construction ofhis stories. The shifting and overlapping of characters, time,
and identity and the characters' inability to tell reality from illusion create very addicting
reads. However, the structure ofthe story makes is virtually impossible to give a
coherent plot summary. Straub's version strays the most from the narrative style of the
others; however, it still tells the tale ofCinderella. Whereas the others take the third
person, omniscient narrator, Straub's version takes on a first person view, an adult
Cinderella telling ofher gruesome life and its aftereffects. I will give an overview ofthe
Cinderella markers in the story, adding in bits ofplot summary when appropriate.
The title "Ashputtle" comes from the Grimm Brothers' version ofCinderella, and
is the basis for the last name ofthe protagonist Mrs. Asch. One Cinderella marker is the
death ofthe mother: ''the only part ofher [Mrs. Asch] that was not nothing was the small
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stone in her stomach: 'That stone has a name. MOTIIBR"' (Straub 283). Mrs. Asch
views her parents as once "dwell[ing] together in that golden time ... and then, woops, the
girl-child's mommy upped and died ... Zena [stepmother] was already there" (285).
Another marker is the stepfamily: Once her stepmother moves in, Mrs. Asch experiences
the "gradual disappearance of her father" (291). Her coping skills consist oflate night
binging and standing "naked and besmeared with [her] own feces in the front yard"
(290). "Those figments, those stepsisters, came to me [Mrs. Asch] and said Don 't you
know that we want to help you ... can you tell me what your life is like?" (282). Her
stepmother is the one that tells Mrs. Asch crying on her mother's grave will not bring her
back but merely "drown her in mud" (289). The Mrs. Asch ofStraub's work even
envisions herself "smiling like a little girl who just got a gold-and-silver dress from a
turtledove up a tree" (287). A sufferer ofCinderella Syndrome to an extreme degree, she
envisions herself a true Cinderella figure; she feels she is a secret princess waiting to be
discovered. Once she is discovered, she will be rescued from her abuse and life alone.
Straub makes the reader think about what makes a Cinderella story, and what
happens to the girl who wants to have the Cinderella story but cannot. Mrs. Asch is a
grown lady who desperately believes she is Cinderella; she is a victim of the Cinderella
syndrome. Unlike a real Cinderella though, she is neither attractive nor loving. She says
that "People think that ifyou teach little children, you must love them," which implies
that really she does not love the little children (Straub 1 ). Yet people need to believe in
things, especially things like this about children. As Pearson says girls are supposed to
grow up and become mothers and nurturers; no one wants to believe someone would
harm a child, as obviously Mrs. Asch was harmed and harms (103). Mrs. Asch did not
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have the Cinderella childhood. Hers was filled with abuse, but when women would try to
come and help she "sat still on her chair and looked at the wallpaper while they talked to
Zena [her stepmother]" (283). Years later when she sees the same wallpaper pattern, she
vomits in the store, hinting at some serious abuse happening in an old childhood room
with the same wallpaper. Perhaps by making the wallpaper pattern an ugly, yellow one,
similar to that of Charlotte Perkins Gillman's "The Yellow Wallpaper," Straub is
suggesting abuse at the hands of a mother or mother figure. Mrs. Asch also uses two
disciplining techniques she learned from Zena to help control the kindergarten children
she teaches: one technique is to "stare at the child until it begins to squirm ... then
pronounce the child's name," then she tells her she better not do that again "then in a
guttural, lethal, rumble-whisper, utters, 'OR ELSE."' Or she turns off the lights and says
in a luminous voice, "Think what this means" (289, 291).
A lifetime ofliving in an abusive family and wanting the fairy tale life and not
getting it causes Mrs. Asch to turn to violence. She finds the one child in her class who is
the epitome ofthe fairy tale child. The child she believes her stepmother would have
loved. Then she kills this child and moves to a different school. Mrs. Asch is jealous of
these girls who fit the normative idea offemininity, the traditional fairy tale girls who are
not only pretty but also good-natured and unquestioningly adored, which she finds
repulsive and boring. As she deals with this in her violent way, Mrs. Asch shows that
she herself could never be a traditional fairy tale princess because her true self is violent
and aggressive. Mrs. Asch is not passive and gorgeous like fairy tale girls. She tries to
be, but it is merely a farce.
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Straub definitely has the oddest version of Cinderella: one that takes childhood
trauma and looks at how it can affect adult lives. Straub is known for "abandoning
sequence" and his characters' inability to tell reality from illusion (Bosky 80, 78), which
is what he does in "Ashputtle." Mrs. Asch had a life reminiscent of Cinderella's,
presenting her life as a fairy tale: her mother dies, leaving Mrs. Asch feeling very empty.
Then a new woman comes into the picture and draws her father away from her.
Obviously Zena was abusing Mrs. Asch in some way, most likely emotionally, because
the little girl starts acting very strangely. The type of abuse can be ascertained by the
''tricks" Mrs. Asch learned from Zena that she uses to control her class: intimidation and
bullying. These are both forms of emotional abuse, which could be what caused Mrs.
Asch to begin trying to escape. She is never allowed to escape though; she spends the
rest of her life trying to get revenge for her life not turning out as she perceives it should
have. Straub brilliantly looks at what our culture considers a Cinderella story to be and
turns it on its head. He questions what might happen if someone took the fairy tale too
far and let it become them.
Cinderella is one of the best known and most rewritten fairy tales. Cinderella has
gone through countless transformations, more than mentioned in this paper. As the
society she was written in altered, so did her character. The structure, however, remains
the same, as the content does (with some variation). As a society amends its laws and
views, the people within it adjust to orchestrate the new rules into their lives. The
literature of a society reflects changes in attitudes and beliefs in this case about women.
By looking at the literature, one can tell much about the society of the day. Cinderella
grew from a passive, extremely obedient girl in the 16th century to a much more twenty-
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first century assertive, risk-taking woman. Further, she will continue to grow and change
to keep with society. If the past is any predictor, Cinderella will remain, as always, one
of the most known fairy tales and one that comments on each society who makes use of
her tale.
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